Perhaps no symbol of the Internet age will be harder to explain to future generations than the Internet smiley. It is a simple image: a combination of a colon, a hyphen, and a right parenthesis. It suggests a pleasant greeting yet is generally used with an ironic intent. When found within an email, it frequently suggests that the real message contradicts the literal meaning of the text at least as often as it is used to express humor. This irony arguably captures, in a most succinct form, the cynicism of the age in which the Internet first appeared.
Irony is perhaps the most frustrating form of rhetoric, as it uses words in ways that contradict their meanings. A "fat chance" is not fat at all but usually thin to nonexistent. The rejoinder "yeah, right" usually implies doubt or distrust, even though both words in the phrase imply agreement. By the mid-1970s, some grasped the fact that ironic language is often difficult to detect without external clues, such as body language or tone of voice. Members of the Massachusetts Artificial Intelligence Laboratory, for example, learned to mark ironic language with the notation "<= Joke"
The Internet smiley was consciously based on the ubiquitous yellow smiley button of the 1970s (see Figure 1 ).
Though this design appeared at several points in the 20th century, most witnesses agree that it had two distinct creations, one in 1963 and the other in 1970. In its first incarnation in December 1963, the yellow smiley carried no ironic intent. Its creator, graphic designer Harvey Ball of Worcester, Massachusetts, created the smiley for State Mutual Insurance Company. The company managers wanted an image that they could use as part of an internal campaign to improve employee morale.
The fall of 1963 was a particularly dark time in the United States. The country was caught in the depths of the Cold War, buffeted by the social unrest of the civil rights movement and shocked by the John F. Kennedy assassination. The smiley design, with its primitive elements, harkened back to a simpler time. The smiley buttons were extremely popular within the State Mutual company, and the company had to expand its original production from one hundred to several thousand of the buttons.
The design reappeared seven years later with more than a hint of the irony that it would eventually acquire on the Internet. Two brothers from Philadelphia, Bernard and Murray Spain, took the original design and added the phrase "Have a Nice Day!" Instead of distributing the design to the loyal and energetic employees of a company, the Spains marketed their image to the youth of 1970. They produced hundreds of buttons, key chains, posters, T-shirts, and other paraphernalia.
At some level, the smiley button was part of the commercialization of the cultural awakening that had occurred in 1967 and 1968. Elements of that awakening had moved from a relatively small group to a mass audience. Hard-edge rock and roll, recreational drugs, and psychedelic design appealed to an ever wider segment of the American population. Taken up by that larger audience, those elements softened somewhat and became less aggressive. At some level, the smiley face can be considered a less-threatening counterpart to the peace symbol of the Vietnam antiwar protesters.
Although the yellow smiley face might not have suggested all of the aggression that surfaced in 1968, it was viewed with an ironic eye. The mass audience of 1970 possessed a cynicism that its 1963 counterpart did not. In the intervening years, the US had witnessed three political assassinations, rampant social unrest, and a debilitating war. Up-and-coming youth leaders argued that no one should trust government, business, law enforcement, or "anyone over thirty."
The simple smiley design conjured different feelings in 1970 than in 1963. One commentator called the smi-ley face "a nickel-sized depiction of a guy who's just had a prefrontal lobotomy." 1 The Internet version of the smiley-the combination of a colon, a hyphen, and a right parenthesis-appeared in an ironic age among people who were not overly skilled at expressing irony with the written word. The first users of the Internet for communication, the young researchers and graduate students, were not necessarily skilled letter writers. The 1960s had not only removed significant formalities of music and dress, it had also removed many of the formalities of communication. Rarely had any of these users been formally trained in the habits of letter writing. Theirs was not an age of fine linen stationary, of blue-black ink and fountain pen, or the salutation beginning "My dear friend." Raised on telephone communication, they discovered anew the discipline of the written word when confronted with its necessity over computer networks. They discovered quickly that phrases which would have been understandable when spoken with an edge in the voice or accompanied with a shrug of the shoulder, were misunderstood when written.
The earliest usage of the Internet smiley is claimed by Scott Fahlman. In 1981, Fahlman was a research professor at Carnegie Mellon University. He had come from the MIT Research lab. After a spate of misread communications, he suggested that anyone who was posting a sarcastic comment on the bulletin board should explicitly label "their attempted humor." According to his recollection of the event, he was going to suggest that they all adopt the MIT notations "when it occurred to me that there might be a more clever way. So I suggested the :-) smiley face for attempted humor and the :-( frowny face to indicate real unhappiness." 2 Fahlman suggested an additional twist on the smiley face, a twist that illustrates the limits of symbolic adaptability. Borrowing from the grammar of Lisp, he suggested that smiley faces could be used in matching pairs to bracket ironic language. (-: Humorous comments would be placed between the two. :-) Such conventions would have been transparent to programmers, even those who worked with PL/I, Pascal, or C. However, they never caught the attention of general computer users.
The Internet smiley, whether originated by Fahlman or one of his contemporaries, came at a shifting time for computer networks. 3 Internet historian Janet Abbate has noted that the organizers of the network originally conceived of the network as a means of sharing resources. By the early 1980s, they had come to see networks "not as a computing system but rather as a communications system." 4 In this new system, email would be the "smash hit," the most popular application. This smash hit would promote the smiley to a new generation of letter writers, capturing the irony of the age as well as the humor and reminding us of the difficulties of accurately expressing thoughts in words.
